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Key themes covered 
 Institutional innovation: Training innovation  
 Multi-stakeholder participation 
 Well-designed training innovation leads to positive outcomes 
 
Key learning outcomes 
1. Use a real life case to understand how an Innovation Platform (IP) built trust between farmers 
and development organizations through well-designed, scalable training programs. 
2. Understand how to create grass-root powered IPs through well-designed platform functions. 
3. Learn how IPs can facilitate multi-stakeholder participation and engagement in order to create 
robust IPs that solve complex challenges. 
4. Discuss how collaboration and communication between multiple stakeholders can be increased 
to create positive outcomes within an IP.  
 
Target audience, teaching time and format of the case 
Target audience: the target audience for this case is development professionals or leaders of NGOs. 
They may or may not have worked with innovation platforms in agriculture before.  
 
Teaching time: this lesson plan is designed to be taught in a 90 minute session. For convenience, the 
lesson plan is divided into short sections of 10-15 min each. This makes the lesson plan easy to modify. 
The facilitator may thus pick and choose different sections depending on the abilities and needs of the 
audience. 
Format: this teaching note is divided into sections. Each section has a brief description of the key topics 
covered and their importance. A key highlight of the lesson plan is that every section comes with 
discussion questions and the answers that most often come up when the questions were asked in past 
sessions. The facilitator can ask 2-3 discussion questions (listed in the Questions and answers file) after 
each section to generate more debate and active participation in the class. 
Resources 
You have at your disposal: a case study (which both the facilitator and participants should read before 
the training takes place), a teaching note for a 90 minute session, an interactive whiteboard presentation, 
and a PowerPoint presentation. In addition to these resources, facilitators tend to use flip charts for 
group discussions. It may also be useful to have a stopwatch/timer if you want to time each section. You 
will also need clickers or some other personal response system (PRS) device for multiple choice 
questions. However, in case such devices are not readily available for the session, you may opt to have 
the class respond verbally to the questions or write down answers on the flip chart/sheets of paper.  
 
Source: Landmann, D.H. and Cadilhon, J.-J. 2016. With trust and a little help from our friends: How the 
Nicaragua Learning Alliance scaled up training in agribusiness. In: Dror, I., Cadilhon, J.-J., Schut, M., 
Misiko, M. and Maheswari, S. (eds), Innovation platforms for agricultural development: Evaluating the 








TIME  FACILITATOR ACTIVITIES LEARNER ACTIVITIES 
Introduction 20 min  Begin the session by sharing the 
key themes and key learning 
outcomes (Slide 2) with the 
learners and ensure that everyone 
is on the same page. 
 Introduce the students to the 
problems faced by the ‘19 de julio’ 
Cooperative in Nicaragua (Slide 3). 
You will return to this example 
later in the presentation. 
 Discuss the challenges that 
smallholder farmers face in 
Nicaragua (Slide 4) 
 Provide background information 
on the historical and political 
factors that affect Nicaraguan 
agriculture (Slide 4) 
 Provide an overview of how the 
Latin American Learning Alliance 
and the NLA sought to reach 
smallholder farmers through 
agribusiness training (Slide 5) 
 Optional but recommended group 
activity: have students brainstorm a 
list of factors that they would need 
to address when designing an 
intervention for smallholder 
farmers in Nicaragua. Including this 
activity will add between 10 and 15 
minutes to the session 
introduction.  
 active listening 
 participate in 
discussion 
 take notes 
 
How the NLA trained 
over 19,000 farmer 
households from 
beach to mountain in 
Nicaragua  
15 min  Discuss the standardized training 
method developed by the NLA 
(Slide 7) 
 Outline the seven-step learning 
cycle used by members of the 
Latin American Learning Alliance 
(Slide 8) 
 Discuss how the NLA scaled its 
 active listening 
 participate in 
discussion 




agribusiness training (Slide 9) 
 Discuss the impact of NLA’s 
agribusiness training (Slide 10) 
 Optional but recommended group 
activity: discuss the advantages 
and disadvantages of the learning 
cycles used by the regional 
learning alliances and brainstorm 
ways to improve this cycle. 
Including this activity will add 10-15 
minutes to this portion of the 
presentation.  
Research model and 
method to 
understand how IPs 
work 
10 min  Discuss the methods ILRI used to 
determine whether the NLA met its 
outcomes 
 Optional but recommended 
activity: have participants 
brainstorm alternate ways of 
measuring the effectiveness of 
outcomes. They can focus on the 
NLA specifically or an IP in general. 
Including this activity will add 10-15 
minutes to this portion of the 
presentation.  
 active listening 
 participate in 
discussion 
 take notes 




The NLA is as good 
as other networks in 
agribusiness training 
to farmers 
10 min  Discuss the reasons why it was 
difficult to assess the NLA’s 
effectiveness  
 Optional but recommended 
activity: have participants 
brainstorm ways that an 
organization like the NLA could 
mitigate the challenges posed by 
the current structure of Nicaraguan 
agriculture. Including this activity 
will add 10-15 minutes to this 
portion of the presentation.  
 active listening 




 take notes 
 
Foster trust for long-
term success in 
agribusiness training 
15 min  Discuss the importance of building 
trust, even in the absence of a 
measurable impact 
 Discuss how the NLA established 
trust with farmers’ organizations 
 Return to ‘19 de julio’ Cooperative 
and explain how the NLA and its 
members helped this cooperative 
overcome the challenges it faced. 
 active listening 
 answer 
question 




 Discuss how the NLA’s tiered 
training program impacted 
learning and how having a 
dedicated project manager 
increased learning and trust 
 Optional but recommended 
activity: have participants discuss 
how NLA might increase the 
effectiveness of their scaled 
training model. This activity will 
add 5-10 minutes to this portion of 
the session.  
Suggestions for 
improvements in the 
NLA learning cycles 
10 min  Discuss how the NLA might 
improve future learning cycles 
 Optional but recommended 
activity: have participants draft an 
improvement plan for the NLA. 
This activity will add 10-15 minutes 
to this portion of the session.  
 active listening 
 take notes 
 
Lessons learned for 
other IPs 
10 min  Discuss takeaways from the NLA’s 
IP.  




 plan for follow-







Introduction (20 min) 
Note: for maximum effectiveness, have participants, especially those who are development professionals 
and NGO leaders, read and take notes on the case study before they attend the training session.  
This case study focuses on the Nicaraguan Learning Alliance. The NLA created a series of scalable 
agribusiness training programs designed to empower smallholder farmers in rural Nicaragua by 
increasing both their productivity and market savviness. The case illustrates the importance of leveraging 
existing networks and addressing local concerns when designing training materials.  
The facilitator may begin the session by discussing the learning objectives of the case (Slide 2) and asking 
learners what they hope to get out of the session. This will help the facilitator modify the case according 
to the needs of the audience. 
 
The ‘19 de julio’ Cooperative (Slide 3) 
The facilitator may then introduce the case study through the story of the ‘19 de julio’ Cooperative, a 
coffee cooperative formed by smallholder farmers in 2006 (addressed in Box 2.2 on Page 31 of 
Landmann and Cadilhon’s article). Prior to taking part in NLA training programs, the cooperative faced 
numerous problems, including disorganization, inexperienced managers, mistrust and social/economic 
problems.  
 
Challenges to smallholder farmers in Nicaragua (Slide 4) 
Smallholder farmers in Nicaragua produce most of the country’s agricultural goods but they are beset by 
multiple challenges, including technical hurdles (water access and crop/livestock diseases) that decrease 
productivity. Low productivity not only reduces access to funding that might help farmers overcome 
technical hurdles but also hinders public and private investments, technological innovation and business 
development services.  
In addition, Nicaragua’s socialist past continues to affect the agricultural sector in the present. A socialist 
revolution by the Sandinistas, who were in power from 1979-1990, profoundly shaped Nicaragua’s 
agricultural sector. The Sandinistas seized large farms and redistributed land to the landless poor in rural 
areas, organizing them into cooperatives. The revolution has had both positive and negative impacts on 
farmers and farmers’ organizations. On the one hand, the agricultural sector is well-organized: in 2007, 
there were 4,127 cooperatives that represented all provinces and all of the nation’s agricultural products. 
On the other hand, Nicaragua’s socialist past means that most farmers, particularly those in rural areas, 
are ill-prepared to participate, and much less thrive, in a market-driven economy. 
 
The Nicaragua Learning Alliance (NLA) (Slide 5) 
The Regional Learning Alliance for Latin America determined that agribusiness training would be the best 
way to empower smallholder farmers. The Nicaragua Learning Alliance collaborated with local farmers’ 
organizations to design a scalable training program that leveraged the nation’s well-developed network 
of agricultural cooperatives.  




How the NLA trained over 19,000 farmer households from beach to 
mountain in Nicaragua (15 min) 
This section (located on pages 19-26) provides an overview of how the NLA’s training programs were 
designed and implemented. Facilitators can use this section to show how well-designed training 
platforms produced by a relatively small team can reach a wide audience, especially when leveraging 
existing organizations.  
 
Empowering farmers through training (Slide 7) 
The Latin American Learning Alliance worked to develop a standardized training plan that could be used 
in different national platforms to increase farmers’ knowledge of agribusiness practices.  
The NLA put together a series of five guides, which, when encountered in sequence, are designed to 
increase smallholder farmers’ knowledge of agribusiness practices. The first two guides focus on the 
organizational skills of farmers’ groups and cover ways to self-assess the management of rural 
associative enterprises and strengthen socio-organizational processes among farmers’ groups. The third 
and fourth guides provide guidance on managing agribusiness enterprises and cover value chains and 
developing business plans. The fifth guide outlines strategies for strengthening the services that farmers’ 
organizations provide. Collectively, these guides are designed to help smallholder farmers increase 
productivity and succeed in a market-driven economy.  
 
Learning cycles (Slide 8) 
The learning cycle that the NLA (and other members of the Latin American Learning Alliance) followed 
included seven steps: 
1. Identify what farmers wanted to learn at the end of the process.  
2. Examine existing practices and knowledge to see how, if at all, they might be leveraged to solve 
the problem.  
3. Selected proven methods and tools that could be used or adapted to help promote learning.  
4. Worked together to develop practices that would work in the field through training and 
personal guidance.  
5. Implemented their program in the field. 
6. Held workshops to reflect on and share their results.  
7. Identified and analysed the evidence they gathered and discussed its political implications, both 
of which will lead to improved practices and knowledge.  
The NLA completed three of these cycles between 2008 and 2013, concentrating their efforts in the 
provinces of Matagalpa, Jinotega, Estelí, Madriz and Nueva Segovia. 
 
NLA’s impact (Slide 9) 
Over 19,000 farming households benefitted from the NLA’s agribusiness training. The first learning cycle 
included 26 producers’ organizations and reached a total of 6,647 farming families that produced coffee, 
cocoa, vegetables, grains, plantains, roots and tubers, milk and honey. Approximately 30% of the 
participants and partners were women. The program expanded in the second and third learning cycles, 
reaching an additional 51 producers’ organizations that represented around 12,700 families that produce 
 
 
coffee, cocoa, vegetables, grains, dairy, honey, rice, banana, sugarcane, sesame and cashew nuts. Even 
though the official learning cycles have stopped, some NLA members are still using the guides to train 
partners. Overall, the learning alliance approach was successful in using guides to disseminate training on 
agribusiness to smallholder farmers in Nicaragua.  
Optional activity: have participants work together to discuss the advantages and disadvantages of the 





Research model and method to understand how IPs work (10 min) 
Evaluating NLA’s effectiveness (Slide 10) 
The International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT) and the International Livestock Research Institute 
(ILRI) used a series of qualitative and quantitative methods to assess the NLA’s effectiveness. Data 
gathered from key stakeholders included surveys, focus groups and interviews.  
Some facts about the survey respondents: 
 75% of survey respondents were men, but of the organizations surveyed, women constituted 
31% of the membership 
 Three cooperatives were women-only, all others were mixed gender 
 The majority of cooperatives were involved in producing several agricultural products 
 Most important source of funding was from NGOs 
Theoretical model to assess effectiveness (Slide 11) 
To assess the effectiveness of their program, ILRI developed a model that incorporated elements from 
three sources: the Structure-Conduct-Performance model, which assumes that the structure of the 
platform impacts the conduct of its members, which in turn impacts the platform’s performance, the New 
Institutional Economics, which recognizes the complexity of nebular, multi-stakeholder entities in both 
societies and markets, and marketing and business relations literature that was applicable to IPs, 
especially in terms of the variables used to measure structure, conduct, and performance. 
Optional activity: have participants brainstorm alternate ways of measuring the effectiveness of an IP. 





The NLA is as good as other networks in agribusiness training to farmers 
(10 min) 
This section discusses the difficulties in assessing the NLA’s impact on smallholder farmers’ agribusiness 
knowledge.  
 
Challenges in assessing effectiveness (Slide 12) 
The way that Nicaraguan agriculture is structured made it difficult to assess the effectiveness of the NLA’s 
learning cycles. Most farmers belong to more than one cooperative and most cooperatives are working 
directly or indirectly with more than one other organization, including second-level and/or third-level 
cooperatives, national associations, unions, farmers’ field schools, NGOs, research institutes, private 
sector players and governmental institutions. Indeed, 78% of all individual respondents noted that their 
organization was participating in more than one group or learning network. As a result, the NLA was not 
alone in training farmers and it did not significantly impact their behaviours. 
Optional activity: either as a large group or in small groups, have participants work together to 
brainstorm ways that the NLA might mitigate some of the challenges they faced in assessing the 





Foster trust for long-term success in agribusiness training (15 min) 
This section discusses how the NLA succeeded in building trust, which sets the organization up for long-
term success in transforming agriculture in Nicaragua.  
 
The importance of trust (Slide 13) 
The NLA did not have a measurable impact on farmers’ behaviours, but it did succeed in cementing the 
learning alliance network together by establishing trust. Trust is a fundamental aspect of successful 
business relationships and although the NLA is not entering into a business relationship with its partners, 
it is an innovation platform that is attempting to develop the agribusiness mentality of its beneficiary 
organizations. Establishing trust with these organizations through these early learning cycles will help 
allow the NLA to make a greater impact going forward.  
 
How did the NLA establish trust? (Slide 14) 
In addition to providing training guides, NLA members also provided farmers’ organizations with co-
funding and technical training. In addition, frequent physical meetings with project managers helped to 
build trust between NLA members and farmers’ organizations. As a result, first- and second-level 
cooperatives surveyed indicated that they have gained applicable knowledge and skills as a result of their 
activities with NLA stakeholders.  
The ‘19 de julio’ Cooperative (Slide 15) 
After partnering with NLA members CATIE (a national-level research centre) and UCA SOPPEXCCA (a 
second-level cooperative), the ‘19 de Julio’ Cooperative received training that provided both the 
organization and its individual members with financial and technical help. As a result, the cooperative’s 
farmers made changes in coffee production and commercialization, enterprise organization, strategic 
orientation, communication and administration and its approach to social and environmental issues. As a 
result, individual members like Ada Lila Lumbi, a mother of four who obtained a plot of land through 
SOPPEXCCA, trust the cooperative to help them address challenges and navigate the marketplace. 
 
Platform structure and trust (Slide 16) 
The platform’s tiered structure affected both learning and trust. Second-level cooperatives had more 
direct interaction with the NLA’s project manager, and this direct access seems to have resulted in a 
higher level of self-reported learning. Second-level operatives, who learned directly from the project 
manager, reported that they gained more knowledge and skills applicable to their activities from NLA 
stakeholders than did first-level operatives, who learned from second-level operatives.  
The project manager proved to be a key figure in successfully establishing trust. The national-level 
farmers’ cooperative FENACOOP had to let go of its NLA project manager because of financial issues, 
and no one took over his tasks. As a result, the FENACOOP left the NLA during the middle of a learning 
cycle, and it ceased teaching the modules to its network of local-level farmers’ cooperatives. As a result, 
FENACOOP members did not develop trust in NLA products, unlike organizations that were serviced by 
active project managers. 
Optional activity: have participants brainstorm ways that the NLA can revamp their scaled training 




Suggestions for improvement in the NLA learning cycles (10 min) 
This section discusses how the NLA’s learning cycles can be improved.  
 
Improving NLA learning cycles (Slide 17) 
There are several ways that the NLA learning cycles could be improved: 
 First, the language in the documents was not adjusted to reflect the regional dialect, which 
meant that not everyone had access to the materials. Altering the guides to reflect regional 
dialects would increase their reach.  
 While the guides were broadly applicable to the entire nation, they did not take into account 
regional concerns such as niche products produced at the local level. Adapting the guides to 
account for niche products would increase their effectiveness. 
 Some participants wished to share information and experience with each other using the NLA’s 
learning methods with others at their same level instead of receiving training from those at an 
upper level or providing training to those at a lower level. Moreover, some first- and second-
level cooperatives would like to participate in smaller platforms to improve their performance. 
Allowing for more flexibility in the platform’s structure would better meet the needs of NLA’s 
stakeholders. 
 Government and private sector actors were absent from the process. Increasing the scope to 
include governmental and private sector actors in addition to NGOs would not only help the 
NLA better meet the definition of an IP (which is characterized by multiple stakeholders joining 
forces to solve common problems), but would also help the NLA increase its coverage and 
incorporate successful learning processes already tested in national IPs. 
 The final beneficiaries had no say in the platform’s main goals and the methods for achieving 
them, and they had little say in what they were going to be taught. As a result, the programs 
weren’t always effective at the local level. Including beneficiaries in the process would allow them 
to have a voice in determining the platform’s goals, which would also increase their investment 
in the programs.  
Optional activity: have participants work together to draft an improvement plan for the NLA, including 





Lessons learned for other IPs (10 min) 
At this point, the instructor should move the class towards the conclusion. A key question to ask learners 
is, ‘What are the key takeaways from the Nicaraguan Learning Alliance’s IP case?’  
Takeaways from the NLA’s IP (Slide 18) 
There are three key takeaways from the NLA’s IP: 
 Establishing trust among stakeholders is key to an initiative’s long-term success. 
 The closer a participant was to a primary provider of training, the more effective s/he reported 
the training to be. Participants who received second- or third-hand training reported less 
learning. 
 Having a dedicated IP facilitator who can create a trustful environment between platform 
members is crucial.  
The open-ended question about key takeaways should elicit a variety of responses and the instructor can 
choose to briefly write them down on a flipchart.  
